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INTRODUCTION
Adolescence, the developmental period preceding adulthood, has been identified 
as important for exploring options and making commitments in respects to 
ideology, love, profession etc.  The processes of exploration and commitment are 
essential for identity development (Erikson, 1963).  Most psychologists believe that 
the adolescent years (12-17 years) are crucial times for exploring certain aspects 
of life, but less important for committing to specific beliefs. In contrast, early adults 
(who have been recently identified by Arnett as “emerging adults”), between 18-25 
years old, should exhibit more commitment because of their ample time for 
exploration in adolescence. Recent work done by Arnett has shown that this 
exploration stage of adolescence is gradually moving into the emerging adulthood 
period Arnett explains that over the past fifty years this transition of exploring later 
in life has become more apparent, citing examples of trends related to career 
development, marriage and childbearing, and moving away from home (Arnett, 
2004). To further understand these trends, we must examine the pressures put on 
adolescents and emerging adults. The ever increasing influence of the media on 
our society is hard to ignore. Understanding the prevalence of video media in 
these two age groups, it is easy to see that it has a significant effect on not only 
their development and behavior but also their identity formation (Steinberg, 2002). 
The purpose of my study was to examine the role that media plays in encouraging 
or discouraging levels of commitment and exploration. The messages presented to 
both adolescents and emerging adults in television shows were examined using a 
content analysis. 
METHODS
Professor Krieg and I chose five television programs from each of the two 
categories: Adolescent and Emerging Adult. The shows for the Adolescent 
group were: Malcolm in the Middle, That 70s Show, The O.C., One Tree Hill, 
and Friday Night Lights. The shows for the Emerging Adult category were: 
Scrubs, How I Met Your Mother, Grey’s Anatomy, Desperate Housewives, and
House. Three episodes from the ten television programs were coded for events 
associated with exploratory or committed behaviors. The events were coded in 
three domains, love, work, and values.
RESULTS
In either exploration or commitment, love was the most common theme. Love appeared in 
239 of the 310 (77%) events coded. Exploratory behavior was mainly encouraged (116 
events encouraging, 14 events discouraging), while commitment was similarly 
encouraged (144) and discouraged (100). 
The number of events encouraging exploration, discouraging exploration, encouraging 
commitment, and discouraging commitment were compared across the show type (see 
figure 1). The Emerging Adult shows contained slightly more events encouraging 
exploration (M = .42, SD = .51), t(308) = -1.78, p = .076, and significantly more events 
discouraging commitment (M = .57, SD = .15), t(178) = -2.47, p < .05, than Adolescent 
shows (M = .32, SD = .48, and M = .20, SD = .42, respectively).  Adolescent shows 
contained more events encouraging commitment (M = .58, SD = .56), t(301) = 3.53, p < 
.001, and discouraging exploration (M = .08, SD = .27), t(193) = 2.84, p < .005, than 
Emerging Adult shows (M = .36, SD = .52, and M = .01, SD = .11, respectively).
When analyzing these domains it is apparent that Emerging Adult shows contain more 
events encouraging exploration in love, χ2(1, N = 310) = 5.26, p < .05, and discouraging 
commitment in love, χ2(1, N = 310) = 11.52, p < .001.  In addition these shows contain 
more events encouraging exploration of values, χ2(1, N = 310) = 4.16, p < .05, and 
discouraging commitment to values, χ2(1, N = 310) = 4.93, p < .05.  In contrast, 
Adolescent shows contained more events encouraging commitment in love, χ2(1, N = 
310) = 14.3, p < .001, and discouraging exploration in love, χ2(1, N = 310) = 6.61, p < .01.  
Adolescent show events were more likely to encourage commitment to values, χ2(1, N = 
310) = 4.93, p < .05, and discourage career exploration, χ2(1, N = 310) = 6.61, p < .01.  
One conflicting discovery was that Adolescent shows also contained more events 
encouraging exploration in career, χ2(1, N = 310) = 4.9, p < .05.
DISCUSSION
These results suggest that, as expected, shows popular among emerging adults model 
exploratory behaviors and discourage commitment.  But, we have also found that 
adolescents are being presented with messages discouraging exploration and 
encouraging commitment. These findings, from a developmental perspective, can be 
problematic as it may lead many emerging adults to prolong the moratorium period (high 
exploration low commitment) and many adolescents to foreclose on an identity (low 
exploration and high commitment). Also, these results may contribute to our 
understanding of the recent prolonging of exploration into early adulthood.
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